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 WASHINGTON -- Yesterday, Congressman Olver sent a letter to Governor                Cellucci asking him to formally request that the Health Care Financing                Administration (HCFA) make the four western Massachusetts counties                one service region. This would increase the reimbursement rates                for some counties, but more important, it would increase the number                of seniors and the number of providers available to participate                in a Medicare HMO. Thus, providing an economy of scale to entice                Medicare HMOs to reenter into the region.              

Olver said, œSeniors cannot get access to Medicare HMOs if there                are too few doctors and hospitals to contract with an incoming HMO.                  I agree with much of what has been said about the need to increase                reimbursement rates, but if there is no Medicare HMO willing to                come into a rural area, than the increase in rates is moot.”              

Reimbursement rates for Medicare HMOs are going to increase beginning                January 1, 2000.  For Berkshire County, the rate will increase                3 percent, from $492 per beneficiary to $508, making it the highest                rate of the four western counties.  Franklin County will see                a 10 percent increase next year from $427 to $468.  Hampden                will go from $446 to $480, or an 8 percent increase, and Hampshire                County reimbursement rates for Medicare HMOs will go up 10 percent                from $420 to $462.              

Olver said, œThese increases are important, but they are not enough.                 The increase clearly did not prevent Kaiser from exiting Berkshire                County, leaving Berkshire seniors without any Medicare HMO option                beginning January 1, 2000.  And the new rates most likely will                not increase access to HMOs in the other three counties for seniors                who are currently without.”              

Currently, HCFA°s system is set up according to the geographic                location of provider networks “ doctors and hospitals “  in                each county.  This Šcounty-by-county° system is harmful to                seniors, especially seniors in rural areas.  For example, on                paper, HCFA°s records indicate that three of our four western counties                will continue to be served by a Medicare HMO.  But, because                of HCFA calculations, many seniors in Hampshire County will go without                simply because they do not reside within the geographical area of                the provider network that contracts with the Medicare HMO.              

In meeting with HCFA officials last month, Olver pointed out the                absurdity -- that not every senior residing in a county has access                to a Medicare HMO, even if HCFA°s records indicate that there is                an HMO presence.              

Olver continued, œThis is a problem that cannot be fixed by just                increasing reimbursement rates.  It is a problem that is emblematic                of rural areas. Since rural areas have both fewer people and fewer                providers, the usual economies of scale that are conducive to HMO                operations are not present.  HCFA°s separation of rural areas                by county only exacerbates this problem.  In order to entice                an HMO to reenter we need to combine, not separate, our seniors                and providers in western Massachusetts.
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